FUSE Productions
Five Amazing Years, Documented by the
Wonderful Photos of Will Yurman

The FUSE Story or“How to Create a
Theatre Company Against the Odds”
On January 1st, 2012, Richard Biever started a two-year tenure as Executive Director of
The State Theatre in State College, PA. He had completed an MFA in Directing for the Musical
Theatre, working closely with his mentor, Broadway director Susan Schulman. The State
Theatre gig seemed a good fit and it was there that the idea of FUSE was born.
FUSE is not an acronym. The word means “to join or blend to form a single entity.” This
theatre company was blending local acting talent, Penn State students and faculty, and guest
artists from New York brought in to play leading roles. Our first show under the FUSE banner
was the mega-hit musical Annie. It was a perfect first show because it was a large cast of local
actors and children, giving many featured roles to talented local folks. We cast Broadway
actor Todd Thurston as Daddy Warbucks. It was pure joy to
work with Todd and he had a great time. Here’s what he
said about his Annie experience:
“I am a huge fan of FUSE. I think it’s incredible for up-andcoming actors to be exposed to professional actors—
something that was of great value to me when I was
studying. As far as community actors? I at first thought that
everybody raises their game when they’re around
professionals, but I found that I was the one who had to
raise my game! Working on Annie was one of the best
times I’ve ever had in theatre because everyone worked so
hard and was so giving. By maintaining its philosophy of
combining professional actors, community actors, and
student actors, FUSE is giving its community a professional
level of theatre for a very reasonable price. I’d love to do
another show with FUSE.”
–Todd Thurston
Keri Carroll (Annie) & Todd Thurston (Warbucks)

Next up was the 1975 blockbuster A Chorus Line. For
this show, FUSE asked Nicole Swope, owner and
director of Centre Dance, to co-produce and
choreograph the show. Several of the dancers had
worked for years with Nicole and we brought in six
male dancers we found doing auditions in New York.
The show is difficult and requires everyone to work
at the top of their game. We were so fortunate to
have an extremely talented cast, staff, and
orchestra. What an exciting production!

After doing
two huge
musicals, we
decided it was time to try
shows that were less known but just as
powerful. We started with what is considered to
be one of the great musicals of the 20th century Parade. The show is the true story of Leo Frank, a
Jew living in Atlanta in 1912, who is accused of
murdering a 13 year-old employee in the pencil
factory he manages. Timely, powerful, and filled with beautiful music,
Parade was a sell-out in the Downtown Theatre and set us on the path of doing
provocative shows.

We don’t always do musicals. We have, in fact, done two wonderful plays as
part of our main stage season: 4000 Miles and Seminar. We were thrilled to have local
legend and professor emerita Helen Manful playing Vera in 4000 Miles and local
professional actor Wil Hutton play Leonard in Seminar, which was directed by then
Penn State School of Theatre Director Dan Carter.

James McCready and
Helen Manful in 4000 Miles.

Will Hutton in Seminar.

Local scenic designer Lino Toyos has worked with FUSE on several shows. Here’s a
sketch of his set for 4000 Miles next to the fully realized set.

Stephen Sondheim is our greatest living Broadway composer and lyricist and by
February 24, 2019, we will have done four of his shows. A Funny Thing Happened On
The Way To The Forum, Assassins, Merrily We Roll Along, and Sunday In The Park With
George.

FUSE has also produced several children’s shows with thousands of local school
children attending. The shows we’ve produced include A Year with Frog and Toad,
Elephant & Piggie’s: We Are In A Play!, and Knuffle Bunny: A Cautionary Musical.

Two of our most
successful productions
were shows written by
Lerner and Loewe. We
produced a small-scale
version of My Fair Lady in
the 150 seat Downtown
Theatre. With a cast of
only 14 and 2 pianos, we
scaled back the story,
more like the play upon
which the musical is
based Pygmalion. All
eight performances were
completely sold out!
Lisa Marie Rogali as Eliza Doolittle.

And our biggest selling
show to date (outside
of one, discussed later!)
was Camelot. We were
extremely proud of this
beautiful and moving
production.

Steve Snyder as King Arthur

FUSE has produced several
area premiers. In addition to
the previously mentioned 4000
Miles and Seminar, we were
the first in State College to
produce the ground-breaking
Tony-award winning musical
Fun Home in September of
2017. The show is an
adaptation of the Allison
Bechdel’s graphic novel of
the same name. The book
and show are set in Beech
Creek, Pennsylvania, about
30 minutes from State
College. Alison’s brother, Christian, portrayed in
the show has an 11 year-old, still lives in State College, and we were able to
tour the family home with Christian.

Here’s the cast with Christian outside the Bechdel family home.

We were thrilled that same
season to produce the State
College premier of Disney’s
The Hunchback of Notre
Dame, a massive work
requiring a cast of 20, a
separate choir of 32, an
orchestra of 16, and a crew
of eight. The set was the
largest and most
complicated yet. In typical
FUSE fashion, the cast
included several Penn State
students from both the
School of Theatre and
School of Music, several
local pros, including Wil
Hutton as Frollo, and New
York guest artist Chelsea
Zeno as Esmeralda. A
thrilling, gorgeous, and unbelievably timely show.
Although the show
premiered in the West End
in 1986, the rock opera
Chess had never been
produced in State College
until our production in
September of 2018. Chess
requires amazing singers,
and we were fortunate to
get three alums of the Penn
State musical theatre
program: Natalie Weiss,
Matthew Hydzik, and Kevin
Tonizazo-Naughton. Local

Actors’ Equity actor Nicole

Johndrow joined us and
added her own vocal power
to “Someone Else’s Story.”

Two more photos from Chess
Top: Kevin Toniazzo-Naughton as Anatoly
Bottom: Natalie Weiss as Florence and Matthew Hydzik as Freddie

Sometimes a show from the past becomes incredibly timely and that was never more
true that our production of Cabaret in February of 2017. The show remains as
powerful as it was in 1966. Here’s what one of our audience members wrote to us
after seeing Cabaret:
“I don't think I've ever been moved the way I was last night...seriously. Chilling
was a good way to describe it. My breath was literally sucked from my body. There was
one point I couldn't clap because I was so ... so ... overcome, I guess that's the right
word. I feel like you created art in the greatest and truest sense. Thank you for
bringing this kind of vision and quality to our community.”

For three years in a row, we produced the stage version of the Albert Finney film
Scrooge! The show delighted audiences and the company for three seasons.

We also produced two special holiday shows over the years: A Charlie Brown
Christmas and the hilarious The Santaland Diaries by David Sedaris.

And although this show came relatively early in FUSE’s development as a theatre
company, it was a doozy! We produced the mega-hit Les Misérables in the 2500-seat
Eisenhower Auditorium on the Penn State campus.

We hope you enjoyed this booklet and we hope you decide to attend many FUSE
shows in the future!
FUSEProductions.org
facebook.com/fusemusicals
info@fuseproductions.org
814-380-8672

